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(54) System and method for notifiying a user of waiting messages 



(57) A system for notifying a user of awaiting mes- 
sages is provided. This system includes a messaging 
device (30), a lock system (20), a connecting means 
(40) and a contacting means (30). Connecting means 
(40) processes signals from lock system (20) and to 
messaging device (30). Connecting means (40) also 
monitors lock system (20) and sends user related infor- 
mation to messaging device (30). Contacting means 
(30) automatically contacts the user with information re- 
lated to the awaiting messages. 
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Description 

The invention relates to notifying a user of waiting 
messages, and more particularly to a system and a 
method for electrically connecting a messaging system s 
with a door lock system. 

Telephone messaging systems (i.e., voice mail sys- 
tems) are common and readily available. Electronic 
door lock systems are also common. For example, 
many hotels employ both. While currently available 
messaging systems are adequate, they have several 
shortcomings. For example, in hotels, users must re- 
member to check the message waiting light to see if any 
messages have arrived. Hotels often rely on analog tel- 
ephones, so it is not uncommon for the message waiting 
light bulb to burn out. Therefore, if the guest does not 
notice the light or does not remember to check the tel- 
ephone, the guest will not know if any messages have 
arrived. 

In addition, for simplicity, hotels do not usually utilize 
the password feature of their messaging systems. Thus, 
anyone with access to a guest's room can pick up the 
telephone and retrieve that guesfs messages. This pro- 
vides for little security. It is desirable to provide an intel- 
ligent interconnection between messaging systems and 
door lock systems to improve the communication of 
awaiting messages to users and to improve the security 
of the messaging system. 

A system for notifying a user of waiting messages 
in accordance with the invention is as set out in claim 1 . 

A method for notifying a user of waiting messages 
in accordance with the invention is as set out in claim 5. 

According to one embodiment of the invention, a 
system for notifying a user of waiting messages is pro- 
vided including a messaging device, a lock system, a 
connecting means and a contacting means. The con- 
necting means processes signals from the lock system 
and to the messaging device. This connecting means 
also monitors the lock system and sends user related 
information to the messaging device. The contacting 
means automatically contacts the user with information 
related to the waiting messages. 

For a better understanding of the present invention, 
and to show how it may be brought into effect, reference 
will now be made, by way of example, to the accompa- 
nying drawings, in which: 

Figure 1 illustrates the basic subsystems of the 
present invention in a hotel environment; and 
Figure 2 illustrates a process flow chart for the 
present invention. 

The present invention provides an apparatus and a 
method for connecting a messaging system with a door 
lock system. The messaging system can be any multi- 
media messaging system including telephone voice 
mail, video mail, electronic mail (i.e., e-mail) messages, 
facsimile messaging system and the like. The door lock 



system can be located in various environments. For ex- 
ample, the already existing electronic door lock systems 
in hotels can be utilized, or electronic door locks can be 
placed in a business (or other) environment. 

In one embodiment of the invention, the electronic 
door lock system is located in a hotel environment. Fig- 
ure 1 illustrates the basic subsystems of the present in- 
vention in a hotel environment. Hotel 10 includes a lock 
system 20, a messaging system 30, a central computer 
40 and an output 50. Messages are placed in messaging 
system 30 by input 60. In this example, input 60 is a 
telephone located outside of hotel 10. As stated above, 
many hotels already utilize electronic door locks. Elec- 
tronic door lock system 20 is usually operated by either 
magnetically or mechanically encoded cards which are 
programmed specifically for each guest/user. These en- 
coded cards act as hardware passwords which can 
open the users' multimedia messaging mailbox(es). 

Many hotels use a voice mail messaging system 30. 
Usually, the password protection provided by that sys- 
tem is not utilized by the hotel because they do not want 
to administer the distribution and tracking of the pass- 
words. As a result, anyone who picks up a telephone in 
a hotel room can access the associated voice mail mes- 
saging system. This gives access to maids, bellhops 
and everyone else with access to the hotel rooms. This 
results in inherently insecure voice mail messaging sys- 
tems. 

In addition to messaging system 30, a hotel may 
include central computer 40. Often door lock system 20 
is linked to central computer 40 such that each electron- 
ic card inserted into a door is checked by central com- 
puter 40. When the check is positive, the lock is opened 
by a command from central computer 40. In the pre- 
ferred embodiment, a guest's electronic card produces 
a different electronic code from other individuals' elec- 
tronic codes (e.g., the maid's electronic code). There- 
fore, while both electronic cards can open the door, only 
the guesfs electronic card causes central computer 40 
to trigger multimedia messaging system 30. 

Figure 2 illustrates a process flow chart for the 
present invention. At step 100, the electronic card or key 
is placed in the door lock. At step 110, information relat- 
ed to the electronic card and the door lock is sent to the 
central computer. When a guest inserts an electronic 
card into the door lock, the central computer checks the 
electronic card. If the check is positive, the central com- 
puter sends a signal which activates (or opens) the 
guest's door lock. At step 120, the central computer 
sends a command over, for example, a digital link to the 
messaging system. This command identifies the guest. 
Identification can be in relation to the guest's room 
number, the guest's mailbox number, the guest's tele- 
phone extension number or the like. The messaging 
system then checks to see if there are any messages 
for the identified guest at step 1 30. If there are no mes- 
sages, the process ends at step 140. 

If a message(s) is present, the messaging system 
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sends a command over, for example ; a digital link to a 
switch to contact the guest/user at step 1 50. For exam- 
ple, a command can be sent to the hotel telephone sys- 
tem or a PBX (private branch exchange) such that a call 
is placed to the guest's room. A short delay can be in- 
serted (e.g., 5 seconds) to allow the user to get inside 
the room before the telephone starts to ring. At step 1 60, 
the message(s) is played for the guest. For example, 
when the user answers the telephone, an automated 
message could begin by saying "you have N new mes- 
sage{s), M and then the messaging system could play the 
message(s) for the user By providing this contacting 
feature, messaging system security, usability and ad- 
ministration is improved. 

When a user checks into a hotel which utilizes the 
present system, a telephone number for changing the 
system options can be provided to the user. For exam- 
ple, the user could dial this telephone number and 
change the delay to a longer period of time (e.g. , 30 sec- 
onds) to give the user more time to get settled in the 
room before the telephone started to ring. The tele- 
phone call could then connect the user to the user's 
message mailbox. This "option change" telephone 
number can also be used to avoid disturbing customers/ 
users. The user could, if desired, change their options 
(by using the telephone number) to disable their auto- 
matic contacting feature. 

In this arrangement, messages can only be re- 
trieved by inserting an electronic card or key into the 
door. If the electronic card is lost, security is compro- 
mised, but that already occurs with the prior art system 
because anyone with access to a room can retrieve 
messages. 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
electrical or mechanical locks are not connected to a 
central computer. In this situation, an electronic card or 
a key is coded at the hotel's front desk with a code in- 
cluding the hotel room number and the dates of the 
guest's stay, if applicable. The door lock is prepro- 
grammed to accept any card or key with the correct cod- 
ed room number and dates. The lock is self-contained 
and sometimes battery operated. Thus, this type of lock 
does not connect to the front desk or to a central com- 
puter. To modify this lock for the present invention, the 
lock is connected to a central computer via a wired or a 
wireless connection. For example, an electrical wire for 
transferring electrical signals can be used to connect 
each lock with the central computer, or transmitters/re- 
ceivers can be located on both the door locks and the 
central computer for transferring wireless signals. The 
locks could also be designed to attach to the telephone 
line already in the room with wires or a wireless connec- 
tion. If the telephone line is used, dual tone multi fre- 
quency (DTMF) tones or other signals can be transmit- 
ted to the messaging system to communicate the un- 
locking of the door with the guest's card/key. If DTMF 
tones are used, a special telephone number is utilized 
to connect the door lock to the central computer. Then, 



the relevant data is sent with more DTMF tones or with 
any other data transmission standard (e.g. : a modem 
standard). 

Additionally, in the hotel example, if multiple users 
s are sharing a room, each user could be checked in sep- 
arately and given a different electronic card/key which 
refers to that user's message mailbox. When a caller 
specifies a guest name, messages from that caller are 
then directed to the appropriate guest's mailbox. There- 
to fore, multiple guests can retrieve messages from their 
individual mailboxes without additional administration 
costs and without compromising security. Moreover, 
separate identifications or passwords are not needed. 
In a business environment, electronic office door 
is locks can be utilized in the same way as the hotel door 
locks. Again, a connection would be provided between 
the electronic office door locks and the business' mes- 
saging system. Many businesses already have elec- 
tronic office door locks which track each employee's ar- 
rival (or other) time. These systems usually include a 
central computer for tracking the time. After the central 
computer is connected to the messaging system, the 
central computer can be used to implement the present 
invention. As set forth above, the central computer can 
detect when a user has entered a room. A signal is then 
sent to the messaging system. The messaging system 
checks for awaiting messages and evaluates the possi- 
bility of contacting the user. 

In another embodiment, the present invention is 
used in a telecommuting center environment. A tele- 
commuting center is used when multiple individuals 
share one office or work space. For example, several 
salespeople who are usually "on the road" may be able 
to share the same office. In the past, these salespeople 
could dial a code into their common telephone to identify 
themselves and retrieve their telephone messages. 
With the present invention, electronic keys can be used 
for identifying the salespeople and giving access to 
messages. After the central computer identifies the in- 
dividual using the shared office, the central computer 
can allow the identified user to be contacted through the 
common telephone. For example, the identified user's 
telephone extension would ring on the common tele- 
phone. Optionally, the user could also utilize the elec- 
tronic key when exiting the shared office to both (1 ) lock 
the door and (2) indicate that the user was vacating the 
area. Thus, the user's telephone extension would not 
ring the common telephone after the user had left the 
shared office. In another arrangement of this embodi- 
ment, the electronic key could work in a wireless fashion 
to indicate to the central computer when a user had en- 
tered and/or exited a shared office. For example, a re- 
ceiver located in the shared office could receive user 
identification information transmitted from the electronic 
key and then transfer that information to the central com- 
puter. When the transmission from the electronic key 
ended, information could be sent to the central computer 
indicating that the user had left the shared office. 
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Claims 

1 . A system for notifying a user of waiting messages, 
characterised in that it comprises a message stor- 
age means (30), a lock system (20), and means for 
providing information relating to waiting messages 
to the user in response to an activation of the lock 
system (20) by the user. 

2. The system for notifying a user of waiting messages 
as claimed in claim 1 , wherein the means for pro- 
viding information relating to messages to the user 
includes a central computer (40) for coordinating in- 
formation and for communicating with the lock sys- 
tem (20) and the message storage means (30). 

3. The system for notifying a user of waiting messages 
as claimed in claim 2, wherein the central computer 
(40) communicates with the lock system (20) and 
the message storage means (30) by means of at 
least one of a wired electrical connection and a wire- 
less connection. 

4. The system for notifying a user of waiting messages 
as claimed in claim 3, wherein the wired electrical 
connection is at least one of a hotel telephone sys- 
tem, a business telephone system and a PBX. 

5. A method for notifying a user of waiting messages 
stored in a message storage means, 
characterised in that it comprises the steps of: 

monitoring a lock system; and 
automatically contacting the user with informa- 
tion related to waiting messages when it is de- 
termined that the user has activated the lock 
system. 

6. The method for notifying a user of waiting messag- 
es as claimed in claim 5, further comprising the step 
of playing the waiting messages for the user. 

7. The method for notifying a user of waiting messag- 
es as claimed in claim 5 or 6, further comprising the 
step of transmitting a first signal from the lock sys- 
tem to a central computer, the first signal notifying 
the central computer of the lock system activation 
and identifying the user wherein the first signal is 
transmitted over at least one of a wired electrical 
connection and a wireless connection. 



mitted over at least one of a wired electrical con- 
nection and a wireless connection. 

9. The system for notifying a user of waiting messages 
B as claimed in claims 1 -4, or the method for notifying 

a user ol waiting messages as claimed in one of 
claims 5-8, wherein the lock system is located in at 
least one of a hotel, a business and a telecommut- 
ing center. 

10 

1 0. The system for notifying a user of waiting messages 
as claimed in one of claims 1 -4 or 9, or the method 
for notifying a user of waiting messages as claimed 
in one of claims 5-9, wherein the message storage 

is means is at least one of a voice mail system, a video 
mail system, an electronic mail system and a fax 
messaging system. 

1 1 . The system for notifying a user of waiting messages 
20 as claimed in one of claims 1 -4, 9 or 1 0, or the meth- 
od for notifying a user of waiting messages as 
claimed in one of claims 5-1 0, wherein the lock sys- 
tem is an electronic door lock. 

25 1 2. The system or method for notifying a user of waiting 
messages as claimed in claim 11 , wherein the elec- 
tronic door lock includes encoded locks, each of the 
encoded locks being programmed for a specific us- 
er. 

30 

1 3. The system or method for notifying a user of waiting 
messages as claimed in claim 12, wherein the cen- 
tral computer determines when the electronic door 
lock is activated in response to a user input. 
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8. The method for notifying a user of waiting messag- 
es as claimed in one of claims 5-7, further compris- 
ing the step of transmitting a second signal from the 
central computer to a message storage means, the 55 
second signal notifying the message storage 
means of the activation of the lock system and iden- 
tifying the user, wherein the second signal is trans- 
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(54) System and method for notrfiying a user of waiting messages 



(57) A system for notifying a user of awaiting mes- 
sages is provided. This system includes a messaging 
device (30), a lock system (20), a connecting means 
(40) and a contacting means (30). Connecting means 
(40) processes signals from lock system (20) and to 
messaging device (30). Connecting means (40) also 
monitors lock system (20) and sends user related infor- 
mation to messaging device (30). Contacting means 
(30) automatically contacts the user with information re- 
lated to the awaiting messages. 
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